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Abstract

This study aimed to identify and explain the components of an innovative governance model based on
expert perspectives and the capacities of artificial intelligence and blockchain in professional sport, with a
focus on the Iranian Premier Football League. This applied study employed a qualitative exploratory
design. The participants were 15 experts in sport management, information technology, artificial
intelligence, blockchain, digital transformation, and the legal and financial dimensions of professional
football. Participants were selected through purposive sampling, supplemented by snowball sampling
when necessary. Data were collected through semi-structured expert interviews, and sampling continued
until data saturation was achieved. All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed
using thematic analysis. The analytical process included familiarization with the data, generation of initial
codes, identification and review of themes, definition and naming of themes, and development of the final
thematic structure. The analysis generated 64 initial codes and four major themes. “Avrtificial intelligence in
sport governance” included sport data analytics, intelligent decision-making, risk management, and smart
fan engagement. “Blockchain and organizational transparency” comprised financial transparency, secure
information registration, smart contracts, and stakeholder trust. “Organizational digital readiness” included
technological infrastructure, human resources, organizational culture, managerial support, and data
security. “Good sport governance” encompassed transparency, accountability, efficiency, stakeholder
participation, ethics, and fairness. The findings indicated that the governance benefits of artificial
intelligence and blockchain depend on sufficient organizational digital readiness and the simultaneous
institutionalization of good governance principles. Innovative governance in professional football requires
the integrated development of Al-based analytical capabilities, blockchain-enabled transparency and
traceability, organizational digital readiness, and good governance principles; therefore, isolated adoption
of emerging technologies without corresponding managerial, human, legal, and ethical capacities is
unlikely to produce sustainable governance transformation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Professional sport has increasingly evolved into a complex institutional and economic ecosystem
characterized by intensive data production, diversified stakeholder relationships, substantial financial
flows, sophisticated contractual arrangements, and growing technological dependence. Within this
environment, professional football represents one of the most demanding contexts for governance
because clubs, leagues, federations, athletes, sponsors, media organizations, supporters, and
regulatory bodies continuously interact through interconnected managerial, financial, legal, and
technological processes. Conventional governance mechanisms based predominantly on
centralized decision-making, fragmented information systems, manual documentation, and
retrospective supervision are becoming progressively less adequate for addressing such complexity.
The digital transformation of sport has consequently expanded beyond the adoption of isolated
technological tools and has begun to reshape organizational structures, managerial processes,
stakeholder relationships, and governance arrangements across the sport industry (Bilohur et al.,
2023; Glebova et al., 2025; Sethi & Talvelkar, 2024).

Recent developments in the concept of Sport Industry 5.0 further emphasize that technological
transformation should not be understood solely in terms of automation or efficiency. Instead,
emerging technologies need to be integrated with human-centered governance, institutional
sustainability, organizational responsibility, and stakeholder value creation (Madsen & Glebova,
2025). Atrtificial intelligence, blockchain, digital platforms, smart devices, and immersive
environments are increasingly affecting how sport organizations collect information, allocate
resources, communicate with audiences, manage risks, and supervise organizational processes
(Dia, 2025; Herencsar, 2023; Yun & Yun, 2024). Accordingly, innovative governance in professional
sport requires an institutional framework capable of integrating technological capacities with
transparency, accountability, participation, ethical responsibility, and effective decision-making.
Artificial intelligence has become particularly important because it can process large volumes of
technical, behavioral, financial, and organizational data and transform them into decision-relevant
information. Al-supported analytics can contribute to player evaluation, performance monitoring,
injury prediction, resource allocation, risk identification, fan analysis, and strategic planning. More
broadly, artificial intelligence is recognized as a disruptive technology capable of transforming
organizational decision systems and patterns of information processing (Paviloaia & Necula, 2023).
Its increasing application in competitive sport also demonstrates the movement from experience-
based management toward evidence-informed and predictive decision-making (Niu, 2023). Digital
technologies may similarly increase the efficiency of resource allocation and improve managerial
coordination in sport organizations (Wang & Liu, 2025). Nevertheless, the use of Al also introduces
governance concerns associated with algorithmic transparency, privacy, ownership of athlete data,
bias, accountability, and the potential commercialization of sensitive information. These issues are
especially relevant in football, where athlete-generated data may become commercially valuable and
require appropriate mechanisms of digital sovereignty and protection (Suliman, 2026). The growing
influence of platform power and generative Al further reinforces the need to reconsider the future
architecture of sport governance (Westerbeek & Schaik, 2025).

Blockchain represents another technological foundation with potential implications for sport
governance. Its characteristics, including distributed record keeping, traceability, resistance to
unauthorized alteration, and the possibility of implementing smart contracts, make it potentially useful
for financial transparency, contract registration, player transfers, sponsorship arrangements,
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ticketing, and stakeholder verification. Blockchain-based communication infrastructures have
already been examined as mechanisms for improving data exchange within the sport industry
ecosystem (Li et al., 2021), while applications in event ticketing indicate its usefulness for reliable and
traceable transaction records (Nugraha et al., 2021). Blockchain-based approaches to sport events
may similarly transform how transactions, identity, participation, and trust are managed (Principe et
al., 2025). Smart contracts are particularly relevant in professional football because they may
automate specified contractual obligations concerning player transfers, payments, incentives, and
sponsorship agreements. However, their legal enforceability and compatibility with existing football
regulations remain important concerns (Asiabar et al., 2026). Emerging technologies in sport law
therefore create both significant opportunities and complex regulatory challenges (Asiabar et al.,
2025).

At the same time, technologies cannot generate governance improvement in the absence of
organizational readiness. Effective digital transformation depends on technological infrastructure,
data quality, human competencies, managerial support, cybersecurity, organizational culture, and
appropriate regulatory mechanisms. Experiences from digital supply-chain management in the sport
sector demonstrate the importance of information integration and organizational coordination
(Chaplynska & Chelombitko, 2023). Studies of football-related digital development similarly indicate
that technology can support sustainable organizational development when implementation is aligned
with institutional capacity (Wang, 2025). Moreover, applications combining Al and blockchain in other
sectors illustrate that technological value depends heavily on organizational preparedness, secure
data management, and institutional design (Kashem et al., 2022; Murala et al., 2023). Consequently,
innovative governance in professional football should be conceptualized as the interaction between
technological capacity, digital readiness, and the principles of good governance rather than as the
simple introduction of new digital tools. Therefore, this study aimed to identify the components of an
innovative governance model based on expert perspectives and the capacities of artificial
intelligence and blockchain in professional sport, with a specific focus on the Iranian Premier Football
League.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a qualitative exploratory design. The qualitative approach was selected
because innovative governance based on artificial intelligence and blockchain is a multidimensional
and context-dependent phenomenon that requires in-depth exploration of expert experiences,
interpretations, and professional judgments. The study focused on the Iranian Premier Football
League and sought to identify the managerial, technological, organizational, legal, and governance-
related components necessary for constructing a context-sensitive innovative governance
framework.

The participants consisted of 15 experts with substantial professional or academic experience in
professional football governance, sport management, information technology, artificial intelligence,
blockchain, digital transformation, financial and contractual affairs, and sport-related legal
processes. The participant group included experts from the football federation, league organization,
professional and Premier League clubs, universities, and the private technology sector. Eligibility
criteria included at least five years of relevant professional or academic experience, specialized
knowledge of sport governance or emerging technologies, familiarity with the managerial, legal,
financial, or operational structures of professional football, and willingness to participate in an in-
depth interview. Purposeful sampling was used initially, while snowball sampling was applied when
additional experts were required to diversify or enrich the emerging perspectives. Data saturation
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became evident after the twelfth interview; however, three additional interviews were conducted to
ensure conceptual sufficiency and stability of the identified themes.

Data were collected primarily through individual semi-structured interviews. The interview guide
covered the current state of governance in professional football, weaknesses in managerial and
supervisory systems, Al applications in decision-making and risk management, blockchain
applications in financial and contractual transparency, digital readiness, cybersecurity,
organizational culture, stakeholder participation, ethical requirements, and the prerequisites of an
innovative governance model. Interviews were audio-recorded with participant permission and
transcribed verbatim. Documentary materials related to sport governance, digital transformation,
artificial intelligence, blockchain, and technology management were also reviewed as
complementary sources.

The qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The analysis involved repeated
familiarization with the transcripts, generation of initial codes, identification of meaningful
relationships among codes, development of preliminary themes, review and refinement of themes,
definition and naming of final themes, and construction of an integrated conceptual interpretation.
Constant comparison was used throughout the analysis to assess similarities and differences across
participants. Coding continued until the thematic structure reached conceptual stability.

Findings

The 15 patrticipants had between 7 and 19 years of relevant professional experience, with a mean
of approximately 12.6 years. Five participants held doctoral degrees, nine held master's degrees,
and one held a bachelor's degree. Their professional backgrounds included information technology
management, digital systems, data analytics, sport management, financial and contractual affairs,
artificial intelligence, information security, digital transformation, sport law, blockchain, and
technology management. The diversity of participants allowed the phenomenon to be examined from
technological, managerial, academic, legal, and financial perspectives.

Analysis of the interview data generated 64 initial codes. Through comparison, conceptual
integration, and thematic refinement, these codes were organized into a set of subthemes and four
major themes: artificial intelligence in sport governance, blockchain and organizational transparency,
organizational digital readiness, and good sport governance.

The first major theme, artificial intelligence in sport governance, comprised four central dimensions:
sport data analytics, intelligent decision-making, risk management, and fan engagement.
Participants emphasized the capacity of Al to process large volumes of player, match, financial,
contractual, and behavioral data. Al was regarded as capable of supporting player selection,
performance evaluation, result prediction, resource allocation, early risk identification, fraud
detection, crisis prediction, and the analysis of abnormal patterns. Intelligent chatbots, digital
assistants, and sentiment analysis were also identified as mechanisms for improving communication
with supporters. Participants therefore viewed Al not merely as a technical application but as a
potential decision-support infrastructure capable of increasing the speed, accuracy, and evidence
base of managerial decisions.

The second major theme, blockchain and organizational transparency, included financial
transparency, secure information registration, smart contracts, and stakeholder trust. Blockchain was
perceived as particularly relevant for recording and tracing financial transactions, player contracts,
sponsorship agreements, transfer-related information, and payment obligations. Participants
highlighted the value of immutable records in reducing document manipulation, improving
auditability, and increasing the reliability of organizational information. Smart contracts were
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considered capable of facilitating automatic implementation of predefined obligations and improving
supervision over contractual performance. Greater information traceability was also associated with
reduced conflict and stronger trust among clubs, players, sponsors, supporters, and governing
organizations.

The third theme, organizational digital readiness, included technological infrastructure, human
resources, organizational culture, managerial support, and data security. Participants consistently
emphasized that neither Al nor blockchain could produce meaningful governance outcomes without
appropriate digital readiness. Reliable networks, integrated databases, server capacity, skilled
employees, managerial digital literacy, innovation-oriented culture, sufficient financial support,
cybersecurity arrangements, data protection policies, and clear access controls were described as
essential prerequisites. Resistance to change, fragmented systems, limited digital competencies,
and inadequate managerial support were identified as major barriers to digital transformation.

The fourth major theme, good sport governance, incorporated transparency, accountability,
efficiency, stakeholder participation, ethics, and fairness. Participants considered good governance
to be the ultimate orientation of technological transformation. Technologies were regarded as
valuable only to the extent that they improved access to reliable information, enhanced managerial
accountability, reduced inefficiency, facilitated stakeholder participation, supported ethical decision-
making, and promoted fairness. The findings therefore indicated that innovative governance
emerges from the interaction of technological capability and governance principles rather than from
technology adoption alone.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that innovative governance in professional football is best understood as
an integrated institutional system in which technology, organizational capability, and governance
principles operate together. Artificial intelligence functions primarily as an analytical and decision-
support mechanism, blockchain provides infrastructure for traceability, transparency, and trust,
digital readiness creates the organizational conditions necessary for technology adoption, and good
governance determines the direction, legitimacy, and expected outcomes of technological use.

The identification of Al as a central component indicates that professional football governance is
gradually moving away from predominantly intuitive and experience-based management toward
data-informed decision systems. However, the results also suggest that Al should not be viewed as
an autonomous decision-maker. Its governance value depends on the quality of data, organizational
interpretation of analytical outputs, managerial competence, and the existence of ethical and
accountability mechanisms. In this respect, the most important contribution of Al lies not merely in
prediction but in strengthening the informational foundations of managerial decisions.

Blockchain was identified as particularly valuable where governance problems involve trust,
verification, traceability, and contractual execution. Its strongest potential applications in professional
football concern financial transactions, contract registration, sponsorship arrangements, transfer
documentation, and other processes in which multiple stakeholders require access to reliable
records. Nevertheless, the findings indicate that technological immutability cannot substitute for
sound regulation. Blockchain-based systems still require clearly defined legal responsibilities,
access rules, oversight procedures, and mechanisms for correcting errors or resolving disputes.
Digital readiness emerged as a crucial enabling condition connecting technological innovation to
governance outcomes. This theme indicates that digital transformation should be treated as an
organizational change process rather than as a technology procurement project. Investments in
hardware or software will remain fragmented and ineffective when data systems are incompatible,
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employees lack the necessary skills, managers do not support transformation, or cybersecurity
arrangements are insufficient. Accordingly, professional football organizations need to develop
technology, human capability, governance structures, and organizational culture simultaneously.
Finally, the identification of transparency, accountability, efficiency, participation, ethics, and fairness
as the core components of good sport governance clarifies the normative purpose of digital
transformation. Technology should ultimately serve governance rather than become an end in itself.
The proposed model therefore suggests a sequence in which organizational readiness enables the
responsible adoption of Al and blockchain, while governance principles guide their design,
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation.

In conclusion, innovative governance in the Premier Football League requires an integrated
approach that combines Al-driven decision support, blockchain-enabled transparency,
organizational digital readiness, and the principles of good sport governance. The findings provide
a context-sensitive conceptual foundation for redesigning governance mechanisms in professional
football and suggest that the success of digital transformation depends less on isolated technological
adoption than on the coordinated development of institutional, managerial, technical, ethical, and
human capacities.
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